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The Diggings

And would you return—after bailing out

Ratty and bold—bewildered, sobbing “mother,”
Your small, skin-wrapped skull still intact,

An arctic-blue vapor swirling

In the hollow thumbprints of some large god—

Would you return to me? Come back

To learn again the positions,

Exude swollen black notes

Like a host of dissociated ants—spun
Antennae, unbleeding thorax, flagged feet—
Here in the sweaty, waxed gymnasium?

Standing translucent in the overhead light,
The fixed shell of your petrified violin
Pooling blue at your throat, its lobed

Scars like still, crusted wings,

You blink your dusty eyes and begin

My imagined cadenza, a dozen variations, but

This, the whorled message of your return

Pervades me, the slow echo of something remembered:
“I just needed someone to verify me ears,

That this noise is really human.”

And then your face caves in.

Patricia Austin
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Freak Accident

by Joseph Gastiger

Maybe you saw it in the paper. Couple of hikers up this
ridge in Idaho, they spot a deer rifle tossed into the brush
and, straight above, a skeleton craddled in a tree. Braced
there for a year or so, fastened to some branches. Turns
out he’d been this General Science teacher from Pen-
dleton who drove up on a hunting trip, climbed up high
and waited for the deer to pass: read that trick in a survi-
valist manual. But he shifted his weight, the safety slipped
off; you figure it out. He was reaching for his brandy or
another ham sandwich, clammy mist steaming off the
thick pines, drizzle beading down the bark. He did shoot
himself in the stomach, which you almost can’t do with a
rifle. Divorced, two kids, forty-three years old.

When I was nineteen, my mother killed herself by acci-
dent in autumn. I have to tell this to people who don’t
know me, when we're kidding one another in a booth at
the bar and a friend’s husband or wife sitting across from
me starts asking idle questions about where I'm from, my
family. And I cringe, sensing our group turning awkward
and pathetic, as I explain what is no mystery at all: my
mother tripped down a flight of stairs and died. I won’t so
much tell people as recite, as if I were quoting a tattered
clipping from my mental wallet. Then, our waitress will
ask if we’d like another round, though it’s pointless. More
drinking can’t make us silly again.

Once in a long time, somebody already giddily tipsy
has laughed. My mother tumbled down our cellar steps. A
giggle. Not that I blame anyone. Jesus Christ, most of the
accidents you hear about are ludictous—some man
swerves into a beer truck when a wasp lands on his nose;
a woman skids on the slick floor at the grocery, toppling
the small pyramid of canned soups. A skeleton nestles in
a tree. I see the slapstick of how my mother died. Except
if somebody laughs because he’s drunk, his shame slowly
condenses in him, and he looks awful. That person
shambles some apology and never meets my eye after,
afraid to.

Some night I ought to yell, I'm thirty-four for God’s
sake, I'm not so sensitive; it's no big deal. But can you say
that to people you've met twice before? Can you gesture
with your third margarita there in Fenway, and protest
how your mother’s death is something you've outgrown?
Then you're a cold bastard son. You'll pick up how they
look at you. That sudden fall of quiet at the table. No, you
can't.

Fenway’s a kitsch sports bar on Colfax near the capitol.
Televisions up in every corner; they carry all the Red Sox
games on cable. It's got dim candles and tablecloths, and
laminated cards on every table, advising you what's
fashionable to drink. Since hardly anybody now in Denver
comes from Denver, there’s all these lawyers homesick
for Cape Cod, CPAs who come west from Rhode Island,
Cambridge, market analysts and insurance apparatchiks:

people who join racquetball clubs. On Wednesday nights
around 9:30, you can overhear the stylish knots of people
here comparing cozy restaurants in Connecticut, or wist-
fully insisting on what streets you'd have to turn down to
reach their old apartments in Amherst. I don’t belong,
Fenway’s a place I go because it's half a block from our
main offices; it's where some people stop off after work.

I had just flown back with Gary from a drill test-site
near Lander where we’d spent the past five days camped
on a job. Gary reads a few core samples and reports in
whether what they're digging at looks worth the esti-
mated cost. I fill up little sacks with soil, wild grasses, and
gauge moisture. If the engineers do go ahead to sink a
mine or strip the field, I pretend to plan for what ground
cover we'll attempt to grow, after we've turned ledges into
crumbled rock. How we'll pretty up after the gouging.
Actually, I've seen these parts of Georgia and Kentucky
where the hills have been “restored” ten years since coal
gave out. The landscape can surprise you. It can look like
one vast golf park, broken up by sumac, lilacs, wildflow-
ers. Artificial, of course, but scenic in a precise, postcard
way. But the soil’s richer there, the climate’s wet, and ten
years disguise most of the trauma. We won'’t be quite so
lucky in the West, where anyone can watch the ground
eroding into dust and powder as wind scours it away.
Thirty years ahead, huge tracts of Wyoming and Utah will
still look like stony rubbish plains of Mars. Everyone in
charge of mining knows this, though I still prepare the
plans for giant gardens we pretend that we can grow.

We stood waiting for our suitcases at Stapleton. The
airport hallway stank of Pinesol and the greenish glow of
vapor lamps made passing travelers mottled and worn
out. Gary plunked his twenty cents into a phone. His grin
announced that he was listening to Carol, though he kept
quiet, shrugged and hung up. Gary's a type you saw in
high school study hall, the red-faced, gangly kid who
poked you and told dirty jokes whenever you were copy-
ing his algebra. Gary still wears that look of dogged
eagerness to please. Bosses like that.

“Crap, she’s gone out already, but it's eight,” he said.
“So we’ll meet her at Fenway for a drink. Jesus, who the
hell sounds sexy on an answering machine? But she does.
The lady does,” he wagged.

Across the tunnel, I could hear sluggish conveyers kick-
ing on. The packs and bags came tumping down the
chute.

“I should get married to Carol,” Gary said. “Plus she
makes about twice what I do. We got to find you some-
body; you're a monk. The only girl I ever seen you with
was Patsy, ‘bout a year ago. So maybe Carol knows a friend
you ought to meet.”

And since 1 didn’t argue, we went and grabbed the
luggage, stepped out in the muggy July dark, found my car



and headed in to Fenway.

They sat huddled near the back as we came in. Natu-
rally, Carol brightened as she spied us down the crowded
aisle. Beside her was a boyish-looking woman with straw
hair clipped short, wearing a lime polo shirt and white
slacks.

“Completely a coincidence,” fussed Gary as we budged
our way. “It's Anita, and she’s probably too screwed up to
consider.”

I guess that it was Carol’s idea.

“So you got back,” drawled Carol as she half-rose, land-
ing a quick peck on Gary’s chin. We stopped and slid into
the wooden booth. “I guess it must've gone okay in Mon-
tana or Wyoming, or wherever you guys had to look at
rocks?”

“Well, it was boring, and hot, and no place to get a
beer,” said Gary. “There’s just these corrugated sheds and
crews of workmen who look like maybe they'd been
hired off a chain gang. Don’t you ever go up there looking
like that.”

So Carol flicked aside the compliment. She was some-
one immediately sexual, though not in any photo layout
way. She had a long thin nose, a sort of angular face, and
tied her brown hair back almost severely. In her cool
yellow sun dress, she had become vaguely Mediterra-
nean, part-Spanish, part-Italian, maybe French somewhere.
I didn’t remember. I'm not any good at this; I never found
out her last name.

“You two don’t know each other yet,” she said, and
introduced frail, nervous Anita. That was when it regis-
tered that what made Carol striking was her voice, how it
could hook you.

I smiled at the pale woman across from me who
squinted past me at the set droning above my shoulder.
“Great,” piped Anita suddenly, just as some pairs of men
at neighbor tables hollered out and banged their glasses
down. “Oh, I'm sorry Paul,” she answered. “It’s just, well,
Jim Rice hit a double.”

Gary pivoted, studied the screen. “What inning? What's
the score?”

Anita told him. Our waitress came.

The next hour or so, I nursed two drinks and kept up
small talk with Carol. Gary or Anita made a comment now
and then, about the game. Carol was a lawyer for an in-
surance company, she told me. The name brought up a
sour taste from memory, but nothing you can hold against
a person. Nothing you should bitch about at Fenway.
Plenty of people work for companies of cheats; I do
myself. In fact, Carol must've thought I looked impressed.
Her voice began to gloat more as she drank.

“You wouldn't believe what people try to foist on us,”
she was saying. “This jerk, for instance, takes us to court
because we wouldn’t cover surgery to get his hand fixed

after a fight? Denied his claim? This guy was beating up
the owner of a Texaco, I mean robbing the place, until the
owner’s doberman runs out the garage. You know these
thugs try to plead they have coverage?” She laughed.

“What'’s the ‘DH?",” broke in Anita,

I blinked at her. The Twins had beaten Boston, nine to
seven.

“I don’t know these initials from baseball,” she said,
fluttering her hands in a deliberately dopey climb. “T've
got a son watches every game there is, so I try to learn
whatever to have something to talk about, but ‘DH,’ ‘RBI,”
‘ERA,’ don’t mean a thing to me yet.”

“The ‘DH’ is ‘designated hitter,’ ” I said, “usually some
old pro they keep around to get a hit when he’s not as
good fielding as he used to be. Like Yaz. ‘RBI’ is ‘runs
batted in'—”

“And ‘ERA’ means nothing, if you're Boston,” added
Gary peevishly. “For it to mean anything, first you need a
pitcher. Which the Red Sox never have.”

“Yaztrzemski’s not playing this year. Aren’t you a Bos-
ton fan?,” Anita asked me.

“I guess so. If they’re on when I get here, sometimes,
yeah.”

“So you didn’t grow up around Boston?”

“Nope. I lived in San Diego.”

“I just assumed,” grinned Anita, “because you came
here. My parents live in Rochester; they always did. But I
went to school in Boston with Car—"

“San Diego? That's supposed to be the best place to
live. Isn’t it supposed to be number three or four in that
book?,” Carol slurred.

“San Diego,” said Gary, “is terrific for the weather and
the ocean, but it's even worse spread out with all these
Pizza Huts and Shop 'N Go’s with less of any place to really
go than Denver. That’s what [ heard,” he nodded.

“They’ve got that zoo,” Carol persisted. “You can ride
an elephant at that big zgo.”

“Is it really bad as Denver?,” asked Anita. “When I first
moved out here, I felt, hey, terrific, Rocky Mountains, like
on calendars. John Denver. But except I like my job—"

“Probably now it is bad as Denver. I haven’t gone back
about fifteen years. You know,” I said to Carol, like a fool,
“your company tried to screw me out there.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.” But she did sit up a little defen-
sively, covered Gary’s hand with her own. “So what'd you
do, back into somebody, like that?”

“Irun a gallery on Ogden—,” Anita interrupted, but she
stopped once she saw we weren't listening.

“Ididn’t do anything,” I said. “It was my mother. When
she died. And they weren’t going to pay me for a year. The
last time I was in San Diego.”

I felt that silence, turned embarrassed. I had brought it
on.



“So what the fuck happened?,” asked Gary quietly.

And I told them all by rote. My mother had the old
house to herself. She got home early from work, she was
standing in the kitchen cracking ice out of an ice tray, and
she might've heard or thought she heard some noise from
down the basement. We guess so. Probably, she yelled,
“Harold?,” or “Paul,” or “Who’s down there?,” at first.
Then, she went into the bedroom, found the practice
pistol in the dresser drawer with all those faded pictures
and papers from my dad. These cop shows make women
alone cautious.

And my mother must have stumbled on the staircase,
because they found her—Harold found her—sprawled
out, crumpled at the bottom. The gun had actually fired
twice, but she was hit only once, behind her ear. The
other bullet tore a dime-sized hole in our water heater.

“And this company you work for,” I finished, “tried to
argue for suspicion of suicide. 'Cause of the gun. I mean,
God damn it, where’s the sense? How does somebody go
to shoot herself one day, but takes a practice shot first at
the boiler? Who the hell could argue this?”

“I can see how they would try,” Carol said. “But with-
out, you know, some other indications, like long-term
depressive illness, like some sort of corroborated warning
Signs

“Oh, don't talk like a lawyer, talk real You don’t go
blow a hole in the water heater. That’s just stupid. She fell.
She heard a noise, but there was nobody there, and she
fell: :

Gary scrunched his brow like an amateur detective.
“Are they sure there was nobody? Could there really
maybe been this guy, and maybe—who knows?—she
was pushed?”

“And nobody was around,” Anita echoed. “That’s so
sad.” For the first time, I thought, she was staring into me
with genuine interest.

“When something like that happens—,” Carol wavered.
“Everybody. Everybody who finds out I work for this in-
surance firm, everybody has a personal story to prove how
we’re all conniving bastards. Everybody thinks we're
greedy, ghoulish assholes.”

“He’s got good reason to be angry,” said Anita.

“I'm not ‘angry’ anymore. But Christ, my mother gets
killed; she’s a young woman, and I have to answer ques-
tions for three months about if she was depressed, if she
was a drinker, if she had a lover or whatever.”

“Your folks divorced?,” said Gary. “Isn’t anybody else
having a drink?”

“Well, Paul,” lectured Carol, “anytime in case of acci-
dental death, you have the laws that say we have to, have
to carry out a standard inquest. Before the policy gets
settled. That's the way it is.”

“And Jesus, what do we do?,” Gary added. “We go up

someplace, we check it out, so they can rubble all these
mountains into shit heaps. People hate us, Paulie. The
Sierra Club, for instance. You try to argue with some
backpackers anytime about your job?”

“You ever tell anybody that you’re working for ‘Big Oil,’
work for Kennecott or Anaconda, any mining company,
trying to explain what you do? You'd get the same reac-
tion,” said Carol. “That’s right. I could say, well, I could
say the both of you are pimping bastards going to destroy
the West.” Carol savored her little taste of triumph.

“I didn’t tell you, ‘feel guilty,” ” I answered. “I'm not
calling you an asshole. I'm not calling any names.”

“You're just saying,” helped Anita, “that not everytime
you get a case, Carol, that the company’s right.”

“Sometimes we do fuck people over, I concede,” said
Carol. “So are we all finally friends again?” She winked
and spilled a little of her drink.

But we weren't friends yet. There was silence.

“You never mentioned that before to me,” said Gary,
pouring a fresh beer into his glass. “Christ, it sounds
unbelievable. Shoots herself tripping down the stairs.”

And then as graciously as I have seen it done, no more
perceptibly than if she’d caught a small bit of olive swal-
lowing, Carol suppressed a squeak of laughter.

“I'm feeling drunk,” she stammered, but I looked
away.

“Think we'll call it a night, huh?,” Gary covered.

“Oh God, it's quarter to twelve? I've got to get the
babysitter home,” said Anita.

So we paid up and left. The way we ended it, I walked
out with Anita, three blocks over to her car. We almost
floated in embarrassment together, watching our reflec-
tions glide across the'darkened windows of the offices,
small bakeries and jewelry stores.

“I feel real sorry for the two of them,” she muttered. “I
went to B. U. with Carol, and she’s got that bitchy edge,
but, well, beneath that. Beneath that, she really is a rich
brat.”

“T've only met her two, three times. But how people
react, like if they laugh like that. They really don’t mean
anything, they can't help it. Gary, too.”

“Is he really as much of a reptile as he comes off?”

“Pretty often,” I said, and so we smiled, walking more
in step now, pleasantly conspiratorial.

“You think I'm awful too?”” She stopped. “I mean, I
watch the stupid game, and then this business with in-
surance, and we go home. Was this supposed to be a
date? Were you set up?”

We reached her car, a light blue Chevy, in the shadow
cast by footlights in the shrubbery around United Bank,
and stood there awkwardly.

“If I can call you, maybe we can meet for lunch without
those guys. You work on Ogden? If it’s alright.”






